



[image: Cover Image]





SPACE FURY


Lionel Fanthorpe and Patricia Fanthorpe
writing as
R L Fanthorpe


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter One


SELECTION BOARD


BRIAN BLAKE pushed open the door with the translucent panel and looked round the reception office. There was a big circular reception desk in cream plastic straight ahead of him. Two post-impressionist canvasses glared jarringly from the walls on either side. There were three long benches set at odd angles about the room. The floor was uncarpeted, the red and grey tiles shone like glass. It was not exactly a homely sort of room, decided Brian. There was no sign of a mat with “welcome” on it. If there had been he wouldn’t have believed it. He walked slowly towards the empty reception desk and touched the attention indicator. A door opened behind the circular plastic monstrosity and a girl entered. She was tall, nearly as tall as he was, and there was a kind of statuesque quality about her. Her long rippling, auburn hair cascaded deliciously about her shoulders and Brian got the impression that off duty she would be anything but statuesque. Her bottle green eyes smouldered as she returned Blake’s level gaze.


“You rang, Mister?” she asked.


“I rang, honey,” admitted Blake with a broad smile.


“Do you have an appointment?” asked the receptionist. Blake’s gaze travelled down over her ample curves appreciatively before he answered.


“Yes, I have an appointment,” he said at length.


The girl had resumed her place behind the cream plastic desk. She flicked open an electro-file and scanned it with a swift professional glance.


“Mr Brian Blake of Space Corps 29KQ?” she asked.


“I am what you accuse me of,” laughed Blake. The receptionist smiled; her bottle green eyes kept on smouldering. She closed the electro-file and replaced it below the desk.


“The Board are running precisely three-and-a-half minutes late this afternoon,” she said softly, glancing at a large wall-chron behind her desk.


“Their time is more important than mine,” grinned Brian. “I’ll wait.” He sat on the end of the nearest bench. The door with the translucent panel opened abruptly and a slim, dark man in his early thirties stepped into the waiting room. The gorgeous receptionist took out her electro-file again.


“Mr George Conroy?” she asked.


“That’s me,” said the newcomer. Blake looked up at him.


“Hi, Conroy! Long time no see!” he called. Conroy’s face creased into a frown of concentration.


“Do I know you?” he asked, sounding rather guilty. Suddenly his eyes lit up with recognition. They were dark, friendly eyes and they glowed with the warmth of genuine pleasure.


“Brian Blake!” exclaimed Conroy. “Damnit man I haven’t seen you since we were on that three-day jag in Marsport back in 2270.”


“Don’t remind me of my age,” laughed Blake. “After I hit 40, two years ago, I’ve been trying to count backwards!”


“What the hell are you doing here my old Spacedog type friend?” asked Conroy.


“I’m attempting the impossible,” answered Brian.


“Promotion Board interview?” queried Conroy.


“You’re a smart guesser,” agreed Blake.


Both men were in civilian dress. They looked at each other questioningly.


“I’m after my top lieutenancy,” said Conroy awkwardly. “How about you?”


“Got it three years back,” chuckled Blake. “I’m trying for the stars this time, literally and metaphorically!”


“Captain first class?” asked George in a rather awed whisper.


“If you don’t ask you don’t receive,” said Brian philosophically.


“True,” remarked Conroy rather thoughtfully, “very, very true.” The bell rang suddenly. The glamorous, statuesque receptionist beckoned to Blake. “The Board will see you now,” she announced pleasantly.


“Thanks,” said Blake. There were little flies of apprehension crawling round his jejunum, moths fluttered in his duodenum and ants were running riot in his oesophagus. It was two-way traffic at that. Brian Blake had faced most of the dangers which space could throw at a man in the course of twenty years on the Corps, but the prospect of facing the Promotion Board always rattled him. He squared stalwart shoulders and opened the communicating door determinedly. There was a short, rectangular-sectioned corridor outside. The corridor had a high lime-washed ceiling. An apparently continuous neon tube ran the length of the ceiling. The tube was concealed by diffuser-battens which threw off an opalescent pearly light. The illumination cast no shadows. It was a rather cold and forbidding corridor. There was an air of austerity about it which Brian Blake did not exactly enjoy.


He walked down the corridor with quick, bold, decisive steps. His heart was beating fast. This was it. This was the turning point of his career. Twenty years’ work hung in the balance. As far as the Corps were concerned the P.B. were the gods of life and death. They could make or break a man. The Board was a rocket drive thought Brian Blake. If it worked in the right direction you went a long way; if it worked in the wrong direction you stopped pretty quickly and if it didn’t work at all you drifted purposelessly forever and ever amen. Blake was determined to do all in his power to make it work in the right direction as far as he personally was concerned. It didn’t do to press on allegory too far, but if he used his rocket metaphor, he reckoned that if anybody stood a chance of working the Board he did. A Corps man learns a hell of a lot about rockets in twenty years. A man who doesn’t learn doesn’t usually last twenty years.


Rockets are temperamental things with a nasty habit of destroying the uninitiated. The destruction lurks in twin ambuscades. A greenhorn dies when a rocket explodes under him, or when it fails to ignite. The former end is usually quicker and more spectacular than the latter, except in the case of a failure in the braking rocket. When a ship nosedives at 40,000 miles an hour the results are interesting to say the least. Brian Blake had been with cleaning-up squads when all they had found of the crashed crews had been blobs of what looked like strawberry jam. Brian’s melancholy train of thought was interrupted by the door of the Boardroom itself at the far end of the corridor. Such a short passage could scarcely be said to have a far end, he thought. It was an odd, incongruous, little thought. It struck him as peculiar, but true, that men often experienced odd, incongruous, little thoughts at moments of great stress and anxiety. Strain shows itself in many unusual ways.


He passed a photo-electric beam. A sign flashed above the door “Enter.” Abandon hope all ye who enter here, thought Brian, arbeit macht frei and all that jazz. He opened the door resolutely and stepped boldly inside. He had deliberately entered boldly, but not too boldly. Everything, or almost everything, depended on a good first impression, he decided. Don’t show fear. But don’t look over-confident. Two equal and opposite mistakes there, he thought. He stopped thinking and started observing. He saw the Chairman of the Promotion Board sitting bolt upright in a throne-like seat. The Chairman was an old, wizened monkey of a man. He had the appearance of a parrot plus the eyes of a hawk. Those glittering orbs missed nothing. Brian felt as if they were looking right through him, dissecting him, analysing him. They were studying his mind, his body, his very soul. He felt like a specimen on a glass slide under a powerful microscope. As the Board studied Brian so he studied them, but he did it swiftly and unobtrusively. At least he hoped he was doing it unobtrusively. In normal circumstances his gaze would have been almost undetectable but these were scarcely normal circumstances. He was not under the surveillance of normal eyes. The Board were all trained observers, highly trained observers at that. There were security chiefs and psychoanalysts among them. The dice were loaded in their favour, he reckoned. The deck was stacked and they had stacked it. The wheel was crooked and they knew where it would stop. The eyes outnumbered him twenty to two; some odds! How could he hope to win the battle of observations when he was so completely outgunned?


On the Chairman’s immediate right sat a long, rapier thin individual with a face like a serrated hatchet blade. On the Chairman’s immediate left sat a hideously fat, moon-faced character in a uniform that dripped gold braid. Perhaps half a minute passed before anyone spoke. To Brian Blake it seemed like half a century. Finally the parrot-faced Chairman said: “Good morning Mr Blake.”


“Good morning, sir; good morning, gentlemen.” Blake was looking directly at the Chairman. There was a tense pause and a shuffling of papers.


“I have your application for promotion to Space Corps Captain First Class, Mr Blake.” The Chairman turned to the Board members surrounding him. “File 29KQ, folio 96, page 34 et cet.,” he said quietly. There was a further shuffling of papers.


“I see that you have had just over twenty years’ service,” said the Chairman.


“I have, sir. I enlisted on January 6th, 2253,” answered Brian.


“You have a good memory, Mr Blake,” commented the Chairman.


“The Service means a great deal to me, sir. I couldn’t very well forget my enlistment day,” answered Brian. There was just a touch of pride in his voice. He hoped he wasn’t overdoing the altruism. Better be careful he told himself. Don’t overdo it. They’ll think I’m too good to be true.


“You commanded a system vessel in the Martian Patrol campaign of 2260 and were mentioned in despatches,” said the Chairman.


“That’s true, sir,” agreed Blake.


“You were second officer on the Stratocruiser when she evacuated the Algol Six colonists in the face of heavy Algolian native bombardment in 2268. I believe you took over for forty-eight hours when the Captain was killed by a heatray blast and the First Officer was temporarily disabled by a paralyser ray?” The Chairman’s voice was interrogative.


“I did what I could, sir. Command naturally fell to me until the First Officer had recovered,” answered Blake.


“We are quite impressed by your record,” averred the Chairman. “However, there are certain questions which we would like to put to you, before we reach any final decision on your application.” He glanced around the Board. “Captain Noakes, have you a question?” Noakes was a tall, frigid looking officer of apparent Prussian descent. He sported a monocle and scowled ferociously.


“You are commanding a subvidic system ship,” he began. “A hostile vessel of superior speed and fire power appears. You must win at all costs. What action would you take?”


“I would order my crew to the life-capsules and set a course for collision, sir,” answered Blake promptly. Noakes scribbled something on a pad. He seemed satisfied. His scowl looked a little less ferocious. He passed the top leaf of his pad to the Chairman.


The fat man in the broad nudged the Chairman with a ponderous elbow.


“This is Commander Flegstein,” said the Chairman.


“How would you tackle a Sirian Colpa-vessel with supervidic drive and warp entry apparatus?” demanded the fat man


“May I ask what type of vessel I’m commanding in this instance, sir?” asked Blake with brisk efficiency.


“We’ll say you’ve got an Asterlink Mark IV,” said Flegstein.


“I beg your pardon, sir, but a Mark IV is not equipped with supervidic drive or warp entry equipment. The Sirian Colpa-vessels only run on the Sirius-Centaurus route. A Mark IV couldn’t encounter one because she’d never be able to get that far, at least not for several centuries.”


The fat man went purple. The Chairman coughed discreetly. The monocled Prussian allowed himself a thin, tight-lipped smile. Finally Flegstein spoke again.


“Let us imagine that an Asterlink Mark IV had been built on one of the Sirian planets, Najok for example,” exclaimed Flegstein bucolically.


“In that case, sir, I would switch all available power into the forward energy shields and reverse the main field polarity. This would prevent the Colpa from entering the Warp. I would then throw out a Beaumarris neutraliser beam to deactivate the photo-tanks. This would prevent the Colpa from using her supervidic drive. As soon as she was completely demobilised I would contact her commanding officer and offer him honourable surrender terms under Article 112, paragraph 97b, of the Solar-Sirian Armistice Treaty of January 19th, 2261.” Blake paused for a moment.


“That seems a very adequate answer,” commented the Chairman drily. “Are you satisfied Flegstein?” The fat man harrumphed non-comittally to himself.


“If you will be kind enough to withdraw Mr Blake, we will appraise you of our decision in due course.”


“Thank you sir, thank you gentlemen,” said Brian. He saluted smartly and withdrew gracefully. The Chairman and his Board went into a conspiratorial huddle. Flegstein’s “harrumphing” could be heard petulantly above the background of voices.


Outside in the waiting room Brian grinned at the receptionist. “Daniel is back from the lion’s den,” he chuckled.


“So I observe,” smiled the statuesque receptionist.


“How did you get on?” asked Conroy interestedly. Blake shrugged broad expressive shoulders.


“I wish I knew,” he confided. “To be perfectly honest, dear-old-friend-and-brother-officer, my nerves are all doing the celebrated onker’s twitch and St. Vitus’ dance simultaneously, beneath this apparently detached calm. Every passing minute resembles a passing century. If I was a poet I might be able to say something beautiful and romantic about the situation, something about the leaden winged moments or the sloth of the funereal seconds and all that jazz. But alas, I am not a poet, I am only a highly nervous senior Lieutenant pacing where many a better man has paced, sweating where many a better man has sweated, and wondering where many a better man has wondered.” Suddenly Blake stopped being funny. “God,” he exclaimed, “this room is like a ruddy Turkish bath, or a mediaeval torture chamber. If there’s one thing in the universe I detest above all else it’s waiting. I hate waiting. I loathe waiting. I can accept a decision from the Board with as good a grace as the next man, but I abhor this blasted suspense. I don’t mind knowing, even when I’ve been turned down, but I can’t stomach not knowing.”


“I can sympathise,” said Conroy. “I feel just the same myself, and with less reason. I’m only after a First Lieutenancy but you’re after your Captain’s ticket. They’re not too sticky about changes of degree in Lieutenancy but they really chew a man up for a Master’s ticket.”


“Go on,” grinned Blake, “cheer me up some more. Talk about Bildad and Elihu!”


“Who?” asked Conroy.


“Job’s comforters!” retorted Brian grimly.


“I didn’t know you were a theologist,” remarked Conroy.


“I’m a man of parts—many of them strange and unexpected,” admitted Blake with a laconic smile.


“I expect you did very well, Mr Blake,” said the receptionist.


“Hello! Hello!” exclaimed Conroy. “You’ve got influence on the Board, Brian!” Blake turned to the receptionist.


“Thanks,” he said softly. “You’re saving me from worrying myself into ulcers. I need a little ego-nourishment right now.”


“Just think of me as the ideal manure for your personality,” laughed the receptionist. She had a beautiful laugh. It was like the tinkling of a highland stream, clear and limpid, gay and light.


“I’ve never seen fertiliser in a more attractive wrapper,” grinned Conroy. Would you be the ideal environment for my ego, too?”


“Lay off,” grunted Blake, with mock severity. “I saw her first, Conroy. What are you trying to pull?” Conroy entered into the spirit of the charade.


“Take it easy Slim. I didn’t mean nut’n,” he whined and made as if to back away. “Geez, I didn’t know she wuz your dame.” They all laughed. Brian and George laughed with just a trace of noisy nervousness. “I’ll get us a drink,” smiled the receptionist.


“That’s what I call service,” said Conroy.


“Ditto and amen,” concurred Blake.


“Scotch and Sibo on the rocks, three times,” announced the receptionist. She mixed the cocktails with graceful expertise. They watched her admiringly.


“I’m getting suspicious of you, ma’am,” said George with feigned ferocity. She raised a quizzical eyebrow.


“In what way?” Her voice was exciting.


“You haven’t told us your name yet and we’ve known you at least half-an-hour,” agreed Blake. “Isn’t that cause enough for suspicion?” They all laughed again.


“All right, I confess. My name’s Gloria.”


“Just Gloria?” asked Conroy.


“Gloria Anne Damon,” she supplied.


“A lovely name for a lovely young lady,” said Blake.


“Sentiments with which I entirely agree,” said George.


“I’d better shut the window,” said Gloria with a sudden twinkle in her eyes.


“How’s that?” asked Blake in surprise.


“I’d better shut the window,” she repeated. George and Brian exchanged glances of genuine bewilderment.


“The birds will be flying in to pick up all this corny dialogue,” she explained sweetly.


“I bought that one, all the way up the river,” admitted Blake.


“Shake hands with a sucker,” said George. They all laughed again.


“You know something,” said Conroy. “The atmosphere in here is more like a music hall than a board room reception office.’


“I can explain that if you like,” said Gloria, and this time there was no humour in her voice. “Men who live hard and put everything they’ve got into their careers are quite naturally very vitally concerned about their promotions,” she went on.


“That makes good logical sense,” agreed Conroy.


“Men who are not afraid of death can sometimes be affected by other things; failure for example, either real or imagined; the refusal of a promotion without an apparently adequate reason can make a man feel that he’s been slighted, insulted, or worst of all humiliated. Men who can laugh at death are sometimes afraid of shame, even a shame which exists only in their own minds, or a disgrace which is only a part of their imaginations.”


“I think I’m beginning to understand what you’re driving at,” said Blake quietly. He ran his fingers thoughtfully through his hair. His eyes were fixed on hers. Those smouldering bottle green orbs fascinated him, made him feel twenty years younger. Hell, he told himself, a man’s not an old crock at forty, or even fifty for that matter. You’re as young as you feel, Brian my boy, as young as you feel. Looking into those smouldering emeralds he felt fine. He forced himself to listen to what she was saying. It was not easy to concentrate on words, even spoken by so magnificent a voice, when he could look at her instead.


“There have been tragedies in this room,” said Gloria quietly. “Grim, stark tragedies; human tragedies; tragedies the Corps couldn’t afford and didn’t want; those tragedies could have been prevented.” She pointed, rather dramatically to a small burn-stain at the edge of a tile near the left-hand wall at the rear of the room. “See that?” she said.


“Sure,” said Conroy. “Looks like an energy gun blast.” He checked himself. His face paled. He peered harder at the burn stain “… an energy gun blast,” he whispered.


“Second Lieutenant David Mallory committed suicide just there,” said Gloria gravely. “He was a very fine young officer. Mentioned in despatches twice, decorated for valour of an unusual nature. Captured by Algolian agents and refused to disclose secret information under severe torture; Algolian torture is about three stages worse than anything the ancient Chinese ever devised; the Apaches are civilised by comparison with the Algolians.”
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